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ABSTRACT 

A discussion of the preference structure of repair 
sequences in conversation argues that the structure varies 
predictably from one context to the next, based on the interpersonal 
relationship of the interlocutors* In particular, it is said to 
depend on the asymmetrical distribution of knowledge among the 
interlocutors, including knowledge of the language used, knowledge of 
the topic, and knowledge of the message itself* This analysis 
suggests a different picture of the preference structure than that 
proposed by other researchers in that this analysis (l) accepts 
other-correction by a more competent or knowledgeable speaker as a 
normal response to certain conversational circumstances, (2) views 
the relationship between interlocutors and their conversational goals 
as primary rather than centered in turn-taking and preference 
structures, and (3) recognizes distribution of knowledge as the 
fundamental factor determining the preference structure of repair in 
any given interaction. (MSE) 
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Introduction 



In this paper, I argue that the preference structure of repair 
sequences in conversation varies predictably f rcan one context to the 
next based on the interpersonal relationship between the interlocutors. 
In particular, it d^)ends on the asymmetrical distribution of knowledge 
aitong them, namely: knowledge of the laix|uage vised (or ccstpetence) , of 
the topic, and of the message itself. I will proceed, first, by 
analyzing scane familiar conversational contexts \Aiich favor corrections 
by scmeone besides the original speaker, in order to show how the 
distribution of knowledge predicts this preference strticture along with 
considerations of social distance, face, and interactional goals. Ihen 
I will demonstrate that the same factors naturally "account for the 
preference structure in conversation between speakers approximately 
equal in knowledge and carpetence. Ihis latter type of conversation 
between fully oaipetent adults has been taken as standard by most past 
work on conversational repair, especially by Schegloff , Jefferson, and 
SacOcs (1977) . Given c^roximately equal background knowledge and full 
ccatpetence, the current speaker naturally assumes responsibility for 
repairs, since he or she aloro knows ^Aiat message is interred. Any 
error a fully catpetent speaker makes is viewed as a matter of 
inattentive performance, so the second speaker has no occasion to 
perform a genuine correction. 



Still there are many familiar conveirsational contexts characterized by 
a discr^)ancry in ccaoopetence aDd/or world knowledge, for instance 
interactions between adult and child, teacher and student, native 
speaker and nonnative speaker. And these interactions are certainly no 
less natural or deserving of our attention than those involving adults 
vAio shaire a native language. Typical of conversation between adults 
and children - particularly between parents and their children - are 
exchanges like that transcribed below, in lAd.oih a parent corrects a 
child's utterance in the immediately following turn. 
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(1) Nick (4;5): I got Fritzy a little jacket - that's broken.l 
Father : Tom or ripped. 

NicJc : Tom. 

Here the child responds appropriately to the pedagogical correction 
pattern by repeating one of the suggested forms in the third tum oo 
shew imderstanding. 

A considerable bocfy of research has accumulated over the last 
twenty years on the speech adult care-givers use with dhildren. Dubbed 
nootherese by Newport, Gleitman, and Gleitman (1977: 129), this register 
characteristically includes expansion , in \Aiich an adult responds to a 
child '.s telegraphic utterance with a syntactically ccsiplete 
interpretation of it vMch retains all the content words of the 
original. Hcwe (1981:14) illustrates e^qpansion with the exairple belcw. 

(2) (Eileen [2;0] points pi^pet tcward television) 
Eileen : Skippy a telly. 

Mather : Ihat's Skippy on the telly. 

Like this one, most expeunsians also count as other-corrections in the 
tum iininediately following the r^jairable. So evidence of ej^jansions 
in motherese autcsnatically yields evidence for other-correction in 
second position. Moreover, depending on just hew they are defined, and 
on the group of mothers and children providing the data, expansions can 
acccaint for over 45% of mothers' extended iitterances at all (Howe 
(1981) . 

My cwn data on parent-child interaction shew a clear tendency for 
parental correction of children's utterances in the immediately 
follcwing tum. The reasons for this preference structure are the 
a^omtvetrical distribution of ccaipetence and world knowledge in favor of 
adults, and their willingness to let cMldren finish up an utterance 
before initiating repair. Die same basic strategy informs teacher^ 
student interaction in school, a matter I take up next. 

Die standard pattern for classrocan interaction consists of a 
teaciier opening, a student answer, and a teacher follcw-tp: In the 
c^^ening, the teadier typically elicits a reply from the student, and in 
the follaw-i:p move, the teacher may accept, evaluate and/or comment on 
the r^ly (cf . Sinclair and C5oulthard 1975; Chaudron 1977) . A negative 
evaluation ^Mch serves to elicit a revised r^ly counts as an other- 
initiated repair in the terminology losed so far here. More often than 
not, the teaciier will call on a second student for the revised reply, 
as in the follcwing excerpt frcsti a ninth grade world history class. 



Ihis exanple ccanes from scsme twelve homrs of axjdio tape recordings 
I made of my cwn two children at hcsne over a period of ten months, 
primarily to investigate their verbal interaction. Here ard belcw, 
children's ages are given in years; months. 
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(3) T : . • • the casualties were so heavy* 3y the way,2 

what does casualties iivean? Cincfy? 
C : Weapons? 
T : No, not weapons. 
D : Ihe pecple that= 
T : okay, Debbie. 

D : T3ie pecple that are in the war ~ vdienever 

th^ get hxart or^ 
T : =the people that are hurt or killed. 

Kere the teacher takes Candy's fii^ atteirpt not as a perfonnance 
error, but as evidence that she lacks the necessary knowledge, and so 
goes on to another student. 

A teacher's ccanment \Aiich suggests a replacement for a reply 
amounts to an otheir-correction in our terminology ~ here in another 
passage from the same history lesson. 

(4) Cinc^ : Okay, like so what started it was becavise this 

little country Saudi Arabia coz it= 
Teacher : =^Io, noc Saud ~ Serbia. 
Cindy : Serbia. 
Teacher : Serbia. 

This exaitple deserves special attention, because it shows that a 
teacher may intem^jt a student ever in mid-turn to make a correction. 
In fact, I found three instances of teacher intemiptions to initiate 
or conplete correction in a lecture and discussion period less than . 
thirty minutes long. Oliis hi^i^ts the teacher's power to control 
classroom interaction by selecting speakers, then determining the 
length and significance of their contributions. Of course, the teacher 
controls classrocm interaction by virtue of his or her sijjerior 
knowledge and axithority, but more importantly, the evaluation and 
correction of student perfonnance make vp a large part of v4iat teachers 
are esq^ected to do. And it is this pedagogical goal vdiich determines 
the preference structure for r^jair in the classrocan along with the 
clear asymnaetry in knowledge and pcwer between the teacher and 
student. 

A third ccramon conversational setting ^Mch favors other- 
correction is interaction between native speakers (NSs) and nonnative 
speakers (NNSs) . As Day et al. (1984) aiiply denonstrate, NSs 
routinely repair the veitoal errors their NNS ftiends make, as in the 
passage below. 



^ Ihis and the following passage are transcribed f rem a tape 
recordirg of a ninth grade World History class at a school in a western 
suburb of Chicago. I am indebted to Greg Leitner for generously 
sharing these materials with me. In this and later exanples, = shows 
latching of turns with no transitional pause. 
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(5) NNS : . . ^ then yoa say vAiat number is it= 

NS : =^t letter 

NNS : wti-vftiat letter, yeah \vhat letter it is 

Eaerdi and Kasper (1982) shew that the NNS's level of cxsrpetence plays 
a role as well. Ihey investigated recordings of one NS interacting 
vdth six different NNSs chosen to r^resent different levels of 
catpetence in English. Ihe NS freely other-corrected the beginning 
learners, but not the more advanced ones, presumably because the 
potential threat to face increases vdth the degree of ccstpetence 
achieved. ^-Jhat the beginner acc^rtzs as helping mi^t seem an uncalled- 
for inposition by someone farther along. 

As; in niy data, and in the classrooera setting described above, the 
premise that the NS is helping the struggling NNS establishes a 
preference structure in vMch the NS assumes responsibility for all 
r^)airs he or she deems necessary in li^t of the degree of ccarpetence 
the NNS has attained. 



E>q)laining the organization of rejpaix 

Ocsnmon to all the situations share a preference for unmodulated 

other-correction was an asymmetric distribution of knowledge and/or 
ccstpetence. In each of the situations, the more knowledgeable person 
apparently followed a pedagogical motivation with his or her 
corrections. This presupposed a fairly accurate assessment of the 
first speaker's knowledge by the one doing the correcting. Of course, 
this pedagogical motivation can only arise in relationships 
characterized by a difference in knowledge between the participants, so 
an asymmetrical distribution of knowledge is the necessary irgredient. 
Ihe discussions of both classrocm interaction and conversation between 
a NS and a NNS raised the issue of other-correction as a potential 
threat to face. Other-correction is a potential face threat because it 
shows that the second speaker has discovered a gap in the knowledge of 
the first. 

In correcting a genuim mistake, a second speaker may threaten the 
first speaker's face by ej^osing his or her lack of knowledge. The 
threat usually disappears in exchanges between parent and child or 
teacher and learner, first because the parent or teacher presumably 
already has a pretty good idea of the child's or learner's cotp^tence, 
and second because the parent or teacher intends to help the diild or 
learner overccane the present asymmetry in knowle^e. Based on the 
asymmetry of knowledge alone, then, reason dictates that parents, 
teachers, and NSs other-correct children, students, and NNSs, in order 
to help them achieve equal status; and children, students, and NNSs 
generally go along with this preference structure for r^ir in their 
cwn interests. 
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Ihe face threat becxatves sericxis between NSs with approxiitately 
equal status and background knowledge. Other^initiation in the turn 
follcwing sane repairable my indicate misunderstanding on the part of 
the second speaker, \Mcih again defuses the face threat. But 
unmodulated other-correction in second position sigmls the hearer's 
conviction that the speaker lacks relevant knowledge, especially 
inasmuch as ai^^thing less than conviction ou^t to yield initiation 
only, to say nothing of siitply ignoring the matter. After all, in 
interaction between NSs of similar status and backgrourd, the only 
significant asymmetry in knowledge is knowledge of the massage itself, 
since the current speaker alone kncws \vhat he or she intends. 
Consequently, the only reasons left for the second speaker to correct 
or initiate r^mr at all are misunderstanding or conviction that the 
first speaker has made a genuine mistake. So even the potential face 
threat of other-correction loltimataLy reflects an asymmetry ixx 
knowledge at least in the eyes of the interlocutors. 

Still, other-correction need not thireaten face, either because the 
first speaker willir^ly accqpts the role of learner or because he or 
she attaches greater Vcilue to factual correctness or to the task at 
hand than to considerations of face. In iiiy final example, E(hrlichman) 
flies in the face of prctocol, politeness, and the preference structure 
of repair described by Schegloff , Jefferson, and Sacks (1977) , in order 
to correct vAiat he considers an inportant error on the part of his boss 
P(resident Nixon) . Nixon, prQ)ared to learn fixm an advisor, unfazed 
by a correction from a long-time crony or simply preoccipied with the 
problem at issue, apparently perceives the other-correction as no 
threat to face. 

(6) P : The White House has conducted an investigation and has 
turned it over to the Grarid Jury. 
E : Turned it over the the Justice Department. 
P : Before the indictments. 
E ; Ri^t 



Conclusions 

Ihe foregoing discussion suggests a rather different picture of other- 
correction than tne one Soiiegloff Jefferson, and Sacks present. 
First, it accepts other-correction by a more ccarpetent or knowledgeable 
speaker as a normal response to certain conversational circumstances; 
certainly there is nothing unnatural about interaction between parent 
and child, teacher and student, NS and NNS. Second, it views the 
relationship between interlocutors and their goals in conversing as 
primary, rather than beginnirg vdth turn-taking and preference 
structure to see hew various interactions fit into them. Ihird, it 
recognizes distribution of knowledge as the fundamental factor 
determining the preference structure of rqpair in any given 
interaction. This accounts not only for the prevalence of other- 
correction in conversations between parents and their children. 
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teachers and students, and NSs and NNSs they know well, but also for 
the relative paucity of other-corrections in conversation between fully 
ccarpetent speakers with appro>djnately equal background knowledge. 
Other-correction poses a potential face threat between approximate 
equals, because it entails a judgment by one speaker about a gap in the 
second speaker's knowledge or ccarpetence. Nevertheless, the face 
threat my lessen or disappear entirely, if the corrected speaker views 
the repair as friendly help or e:q)editiGus in the ongoirg interaction. 
After all, other-correction iisually serves to balance out any 
differences in background knwledge, and so furthers xanderstanding, the 
interaction, and progress tcward the common goal. 
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